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ABSTRACT
This paper presents a taxonomy of applications for asynchronous discussion groups as used in education. The paper begins by
defining common characteristics supported by discussion board technologies: unstructured text, concurrent viewing and
contribution, linear or threaded organization, and accessibility on demand. To justify the existence of distinct types of
discussion boards, a variety of criteria that have been used for assessing discussion board effectiveness are presented, followed
by examples of actual groups that illustrate effective use of the technologies. These examples include an analysis of the key
features that distinguish discussion group uses. Based upon this analysis, the taxonomy of such groups is derived, consisting of
support, participative discussion, task collaboration, workflow management and administrative. The paper concludes by
identifying four prerequisites for effective discussion boards that have been synthesized from the examples and the
literature--openness, efficiency, spirit of collaboration and sense of safety-showing how the relative importance of these
prerequisites can depend upon the type of discussion board being examined.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Asynchronous discussion groups are widely-used for
providing interactive course content online. The underlying
technology occupies a prominent position in existing course
management systems (CMS), such as Blackboard and
WebCT. It also serves as the backbone for interactive
technical support in many high tech companies and as the
enabling technology for special-interest Internet newsgroups
established for virtually every topic area. In recent years, two
new variations of asynchronous technologies, web logs
(more commonly referred to as "biogs") and wikis (which
allow participants to edit each others entries), have burst
upon the national and business scenes (Baker and Green,
2005), becoming an important force in politics and culture,
with an estimated 2.1 million active sites in spring 2005
(NITLE Weblog Census, 2005), a number that roughly
doubled since 2004 (Nardi et al., 2004). Academic uses of
these technologies have already begun to emerge.
As a consequence of their ready availability and widespread
voluntary use outside of education, we could reasonably
expect uniformly glowing reports relating to discussion
group use in education, both supporting the traditional
classroom and for distance learning. While such enthusiastic
reports certainly exist, we can also find plenty of evidence of
disillusionment. Even when the technology is available,
many instructors do not take advantage of it (Strauss, 200 I).
Instructors that do may be disappointed with participation

(Smulders, 2004) or by lack of substance in student postings
(Hirshheim, 2005). Student satisfaction with such groups is
not necessarily high (Ocker and Yaverbauml, 1999). Even
some of the "success" stories hardly represent unqualified
triumphs. Is a discussion group that attracts two posts per
student (on average) over the course of an entire semester
(Bollojou and Davison, 2004) successful?
The present paper examines asynchronous discussion groups
from a teaching practitioner's perspective. To begin, the
paper defines how the term will be used. Research relating to
the effective use of discussion groups is then reviewed,
followed by the presentation of a series of illustrative case
examples. These are then organized into a conceptual
framework that forms the basis of a proposed taxonomy for
academic discussion group technology uses. The paper
concludes by distilling key prerequisites for discussion group
effectiveness from the examples and the literature, then
relating these to the categories proposed in the taxonomy.

2. DEFINITION
The term "asynchronous discussion group" was originally
used to describe public messaging environments that evolved
from electronic bulletin board (BBS) forums and Internet
newsgroups. Because a proliferation of new web-based
technologies supporting asynchronous informational
exchanges between individuals has developed over the past 5
years (e.g., web logs and wikis), what could be characterized
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